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NOTE 



This booklet is designed to assist persons who are 
beginning to work as Community organizers. 

The staff of the Foundation for community Development 
has found through its experience that community organization 
follows certain patterns: 

(1) The organizer must enter the neighbor- 
hood and learn about its people and pro- 
blems in the community. 

(2) The people then get together to form 
Neighborhood Councils to work on the 
specific problems of their neighbor- 
hood. 

(3) These councils develop strength 
through successfully dealing with 
neighborhood problems. 
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WHAT IS COMMUNITY ORGANIZATION? 



First of all, we should define what we mean by "community. 

We are going to use " community 11 to mean two things: 

1. It can be a certain area where people live. 

2. A community can be a group of people who have 
shared common goals or interests. (Example: 

All of the people on the welfare belong to 
the welfare community . ) 

The second word to be defined is "organization." 
Organization simply means getting something together. For our 
purposes it means : 

1. Combining different people or groups into one 
working body. 

2 . Bringing people or groups together for various 
reasons who have been seperated. 

But community organization means much more than getting 
people together. There must be a purpose . The overall purpose 
is to form a group that can take act ion on on:. .-Mt e i t. y y>.:oblems . 
Effective community organization implies that you will create a 
group that doesn't just sit around and talk about how ned thing 
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are. The effective group is one that can get some action on the 
problems of the poor people who make up the group. 

There are two basic kinds of community organization: 

1. The Issue-Oriented Group : This is a group 

created around a particular issue, or problem. 

i 

I Example: getting a street paved or getting 

better garbage collection, and so forth. 

2. The Self-Help Group: This type of group tries 

to better neighborhood conditions by the efforts 
of neighborhood people. Example: A group formed 

to carry out a clean-up campaign, or to start a 
credit union. The Self-Help groups are usually 
formed by poverty agencies. 

You will notice that there is a basic and very important 
difference between the issue-oriented group and the self-help 
group . The issue-oriented group tries to get changes by work- 
ing with outside agencies, like the City Street Department or 
the Building Inspector's office. This means that the issue- 
criented group must have direct confrontj t ions with outside 
groups if it is to succeed. (The self-help group relies mair.iy 
on the initiative of people from the community.) 
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The specific conditions of each neighborhood determine 
which kind of group will work best. Both can be effective if 
— and this is a big (|f — they are change-oriented, Behind 

■ i 

nJ 

any successful community organization is a real desire and 
commitment to make basic changes in the way decisions are 
being made. The decisions that school boards make and the city 
agencies make do not take into account the problems of poor 
people. So poor people must organize so that they will have 
a strong group that can speak for their interests. Both issue- 
oriented groups and self-help groups can work for these changes. 

Certain things must be true about a group if it is truly 
change-oriented : 

1. The group must encourage each member to come to 
a new self-awareness. 

We are talking about several things here. First of all, 
a change-oriented group must encourage pride. (Pride is what 
you think of yourself. Poor people because of their situation 
may think nothing can be done to improve their condition. Many 
poor people have lost hope in themselves and any solutions that 
might solve their problems.) This involves casting out the fear 
and insecurity society has forced on poor people.. The idoo that 
every person on earth does not have the right to live decently 
as human beings should be rejected by the group. 
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All ideas of inferiority must be excluded. Each member of the 
group must believe in himself. Each member must believe that he 
can give something to the group that will help lead to basic 
changes in the way poor people live. 

This group as a whole, and each individual member, must be- 
lieve in the necessity for change. They also must believe that 
this change will come about only through their efforts. No one 
is going to give anything to poor people. They will have to fight 
for a change. 

2. A group that gets change must be action-oriented. 

Talk is the beginning point of community organization, but 

the end is action on community problems. If the group is issue- 
oriented, it must wrestle with issues. If it is a self-help 
group, actual projects must be carried out. Otherwise, the peo- 
ple will not continue to support the group. 

3. A change-oriented group must provide real solutions 
to real problems — victories. 

A group must tackle the problems that really concern the 
people, and the group must come up with real, workable solutions. 
An example of a problem that is real is substandard housing. An 
example of a problem that is not real is "comiik. ,.,ciiaoa." This 
is something the power structure is always savinn. "There 
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is just a talking groan., then it is not a real solution. 

4. A change-oriented group must have both short and 
1 ong-range go a Is - 

Short-range goals arc necessary because -i change— or ion ted 
group needs to mat'* concrete changes m people’s lives. A 
house must be repaired; welfare injustices must be stopped; a 
man who was fired without reason must be defended. A group 
builds strength on wj.unj.nn shor t-ran ge su cces ses , but the group 
must also keep m mind the long-range view. The end goal is to 
make basic changes in the way the system operates. (We will talk 
about what we mean by "the system" later on.) And basic changes 
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the direct ton it xs going to taka in the long run. !vu example, 
it is important: to have the short-range goal for fixxng indivi- 
dual houses. But it: is -just as important to work for the long- 
range goal of getting a comp I o t: ely new housing code that will 
make sure that houses don't get into such bad shape. 

5. A group that: gets changes must be f lex i.bl e and 
i oo r e . 

We said above that. tii* j gtoup should encourage a new self- 
awareness in its members. This can be done only 11 each member 
feels comfortable in t.he group meetings. This implies that 
the group should not get tied up with a lot oi formal rules and 
regulation:.. Everyone should feel free to speak his piece. Tone 
must be allowed for individuals to express what's on t.hexr mi rids 
until they are satisfied. The change-oriented group also must be 
careful to avoid lotting one person or one small group run the 
whole show. 

6. The change-or rented group must be realistic both 
in victory and defeat. 

Victories keep people in the group. If the people see that 
the group is getting better conditions and dignity for poor 
people, then they will become involved in the group. But every- 
one in the group must be aware that battles will sometimes be 
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lost. If your group wins a victory, you must keep the ground 
and be aware that one victory does not mean that the battle is 
won. Also, if you suffer a defeat, your group must accept the 
defeat as temporary and realize that one defeat does not mean that 
the battle is lost. 

WHAT WILL THE GROUP REALLY BE DOING? 

A change-oriented organization of poor people is trying 
to do one basic thing: GET POWER. 

Power is the ability' to affect the actions that other 
people take. 

Power can be used indirectly or directly. Power can be 
used indirectly to influence another person to make a decision 
that might not have made if the power had not been used. Power 
can be used directly to make the decisions yourself. 

There are two basic kinds of power in America: Money power 

and People Power . 

1. Money Power or economic power doesn't need any 
explanation. Money talks. 

2. People Power is the kind of power that poor people 
can have. As things stand right now, people power 
is mostly a possibility and not a reality. People 
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the people is only as strong as the strength of 
their organization. 

There is a chart on the next page showing how power works 
in America. 

You can see by this chart that persons who control business 
and industries are the people who control such boards as welfare, 
health, school and the boards of poverty programs, and staff 
positions in these agencies are filled mostly by white persons. 
All of the boards are set up to deal with the problems of poor 
people, but they are run by non-poor people. The result is that 
these persons control two communities; they control the poor 
white community, and they control the black community. The sys- 
tem decides where poor people will live, what kind of houses they 
live in, what sort of health care they get, what their children 
learn in school and who gets a job and how much he is paid. 

This is the "system" we talked about earlier, and this is 
the system which must be changed. 

There are two possible ways to change the system: 

1. A complete and immediate overthrow of the present 
system and replacement with a different system. 

2. 'A gradual step-by-step change until the nature of 
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The kind of community organization we are talking about 
is geared more to the second, gradual kind of change in the 
system. Community organization does not mean tokenism or 
gradualism, it means keeping in mind the long-range goal of 
basic change while working for change right now . A complete, 
immediate overthrow of the present system probably is not pos- 
sible right now, because the means for achieving this are not 
present. This is not an excuse for giving up. Community organi- 
zation means that you, as an organizer, must become involved 
in the decisions that are made for the benefit of poor people. 

It's important to remember that the system can be changed 
only through the efforts of a united community, and the key 
to this is organization of poor people. Low-income citizens 
have people power if they are organized. They also have a big 
stake in changing the system. They can provide the key to 
uniting the total community. Individuals from all levels must 
be brought together. The funeral home director must sit down 
as an equal with the bootlegger. The preacher must climb down 
from the pulpit and talk to the worker in the streets. Groups 
must organize together to make sure that the total community is 
together. Church groups, fraternities, civic groups, etc., must 
all unite around their problems and work together for the progress 
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YOUR ROLE AS AN ORGANIZER 



•'Changing the way, the American system works is like moving 
a mountain. Change is 'the goal of your group, and change is your 
goal; as . an organizer. The job is so hare, you will need certain 
qualities* - to make changes possible: 

1. Hard work is necessary. 

• 2. It will take time to make change. 

•3. Sacrifice is required. Sacrifice of time and 
energy and money and comfort. 

.4':: commitment to the long, hard struggle ip 

absolutely necessary. 

.These-; qua lit ie-s ' do not need much discussion. They are all 
necessary.' The organizer should keep them in mind as he goes 
about his work. 

Now, we want to say a few things about some of the opposi- 
tion you might meet. You can be sure that if you pre doing a 
good job as an- organizer, you will make some enemipp. Frederick 
Douglas said- long ago that "there is no progress without struggle," 
and that is true today. There are many people opposed to the 
kinds of changes • that community organization can bring. There 
are several ways ' people will try to hinder your work as an organi- 
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zer . They a re : 

1. They can try to buy you off. This can be done 
either directly by offering you cash, or indirectly 
by offering you a so-called better job. 

2. They can put pressure on the person you are working 
for. They can call you an "outside agitator" or 

a "trouble-maker. " 

3. Another way is the oldest trick in the bopk -«* 
to smear you personally with lies abput your 
personal life. 

These are some of the ways people who are against change 
may try to attack you. We mention them not to scare you, but 
to make you aware that you not only have to fight problems, but 
you also have to deal with people who want the opposite of what 
you and your people want. 

INITIAL STEPS 

This, part pf the booklet is going to talk about things that 
can happen from your first day on the job as an organizer until 
the first ■ meeting of the community. 

This is your problem as an organizer: , You have people who 
are poor, . They are poor because the system they live in — and 
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the one': you live in — did not give them the tools to escape poverty. 
They have been given bad educations-- the lowest jobs that pay the 



of town. As you begin your work, your people are individuals who 
are going their way alone. Your neighborhood will probably have 
old feuds and rivalries. Some people won't say good morning to 
their neighbor. Churches may be competing against each other. 

One thing your people will share is poverty. 

You can add a second thing for them to share: the idea 

that community organization is the best way for people to get 
together and work on their problems. It is going to take a good 
job by you to get this idea across. To sell the idea of community 
organization, you have to master two things: 



If you are working in a neighborhood where you have lived 
for a long time, you have a head start on learning the people 
and the problems. If the neighborhood is new to you, you'll 
have to start from scratch. Either way you will have to do a lot 
of walking. No one yet has found any other way to begin community 
organization except by getting out into the streets and walking 



least money — and they have been crowded together in the worst part 




1. You must know your neighborhood's people and their 



problems . 
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and meeting the people. 



The streets are textbooks for organizers. 



and the people are teachers . 

The most important thing in the beginning is the way you 
come across to the pe dpXe'. What you say is not as important as 
how you introduce yourself. You can't just walk up on a front 
porch and say, "I've come to organize you." That's liable to 
fail and probably will get you kicked off the porch, too. If 
someone asks you about your work, you should explain it, of 
course. But, you don't have to push things. A suggested way 
to begin is to just introduce yourself and tell who you're work- 
ing for. Then just talk about whatever the person wants to . 

If you find people who don't want to talk, or who are busy, leave 

* \ ‘ 

and come back again. You will soon develop a sense of timing 
about when to talk and when not to, when to stay and when to 
leave . 

Try to see yourself through the eyes of the person you are 
talking to. Are you coming across honestly? If this is the 
way the people see you, you will win their confidence. Their 
confidence in you will lead naturally to talks about their pro- 
blems. When problems are brought up this gives you a good chance 
to suggest that you know other folks with the same kinds of 



problems. The logical thing then is to ask the person if he would 
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like to get together with some other folks and talk about ways 
to solve their f problems . 

2. You must know about the forces outside your 

community that affect your people. These forces 
include city government, county government, wel- 
fare regulations, housing codes, sanitation 
laws, election laws and school board actions. 

A good working knowledge of systems is a strong tool of 
the organizer. A basic belief of community organization is that 
the people can make the correct decisions if they are given 
enough information. The trouble now is, they aren't being given 
enough power err information. The organizer must learn about 
systems — about government, politics, economics — so he can 
pass it on to the people. 

Nearly every problem that poor people have is related to an 
agency, an official, or an individual who is responsible for 
helping solve the problem. 

If your streets need paving, you must work through the 
street department to get the work done. 

If your schools are not good enough, the school board must 
be forced to admit the problems and get to work on them. 

If the neighborhood houses are run-down, the landlord must 
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be forced to fix them, either through enforcement of the city 
building code of through action by the people. 

Community organization includes two educational processes that 
take place at the same time: (1) the community organizer edu- 

cates the people as to the idea of community organization as a 
means for group action, and (2) the organizer educates himself 
about these systems and then passes on what he learns to the 
people . 

There is no set time for how long it takes before you 
should start thinking about a meeting. Some communities may 
be ready in three days, others may take two months. One thing 
is sure, though — having a meeting just to have a meeting is a 
mistake . Getting people to come out to a meeting is hard work, 
and they will expect to get something out of the meeting. If it 
turns out that the meeting is just a lot of talk and no action, 
they probably won't come back. So, a good rule of thumb is that 
a meeting — and especially the first meeting — should grow 
out of a specific need. A meeting should have a purpose. 

You will have to work hard to make sure that the people 
turn out for a meeting. This is true especially in the begin- 
ning. You must explain very clearly what the meeting is about, 
where it will be held, and when. Some folks will have to be told 
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about the meeting several times. Even then they may not show 
up. 

The place fop the meeting is important ; 

1. It must be a place that the people can get to 
easi ly . 

/ 2. It must be a place where people can go and feel 

comfortable . 

Most meetings, at least in the early stages of organization, 
are held either in people's homes or in churches. Either place 
is okay if the folks feel at ease there. You would not want 
to schedule a meeting at the home of a person who is disliked 
by most of the community. It would also be dangerous to have a 
meeting at a church where the preacher is a "Tom". These are 
important things to remember, if you have done a good job of 
learning the community, you will be able to spot the good and bad 
places to hold meetings. 

Publicity for the first meeting can best be done by word- 
of-mouth and by heavy use of shoe leather. Other things that are 
helpful are leaflets and posters, announcements in church and 
radio ads. 
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MEETINGS: FIRST MEETINGS AND LATER ONES 

The big thing that's us-ually discussed at the first; 
meeting of a neighborhood council is structure — officers , 
by- laws , committees , and so forth . 

There is no single one set-up that's best for every neigh- 
borhood group. The general rule is that the best structure is 
the one that allows the group to act effectively and guickly on 
the problems. 

The experience of neighborhood councils in many communi- 
ties has shown that, in general, there are certain things 
that should be avoided, if possible. 

1. Avoid electing officers the first night, if possi- 
ble. This is because it's impossible to be sure who will "be the 
best leaders without waiting awhile. For example, the persons 
who talk the loudest and the most at the early meetings will 
not. necessarily be the best leaders. In fact, they are more 
likely to be persons who simply have had previous experience 
with meetings in their church or clubs. But this experience 
doesn't make them leaders. They may just like to hear themselves 
talk. The best leader for your group may be a very quiet 
person in the back of the room. But it takes time to tell* So, 
if at all possible, the group should be urged to put off electing 
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a president and other officers at the first meeting. 

You might want to talk to your group about the idea of 
leadership. Some folks have the idea that a leader is some- 
one who is different from the folks, somebody who is smarter 
than the rest and who stands apart from the "common" people 
and make speeches. Ihis is not true. A leader is a man or 
woman who is in there with the people . Someone who feels with 
the people, who understands their problems, and who is dedicated 
to fighting for his people. At your first meeting, the people 
who look like leaders may be sorb o£ middle class types. One 
of your jobs will be to make sure that they don't take over 
the meeting and turn your organization into a talking club. 

2. Avoid a fancy structure. It’s easy to fall into 
the trap of wanting a high-type group with lots of officers and 
by-laws and rules and such. The trouble with this is that an 
organization of this type is likely to scare off many of the 
people who need to be organized the most and who have a lot to 
give. 

3, Avoid putting a lot of emphasis on Robert * s 
Rules of Order . Nobody should be forced to know complicated 
rules in order to take part in a neighborhood meeting. Most 
groups have found that a good chariman can keep the meeting 
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